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STOCKING RATE AND 
PASTURE MANAGEMENT 
By B. F. CARLIN, 
B.Sc. (Agric), 
Agricultural Adviser 
TTiARMERS west of the Great Southern Railway, raising sheep and beef cattle, fre-
•*• quently associate soil deficiencies with difficulties in holding sub. clover in their 
pastures. Field observations and some trials in those districts indicate tha t in many 
paddocks the problem arises through undergrazing rather than a deficiency in the 
soil. 
The area under discussion is exempli-
fied by the road districts of Wandering, 
Marradong, Williams, West Arthur, Kojo-
nup, Upper Blackwood, Tambellup, Cran-
brook and Plantagenet. Average rainfall 
is over 20 inches a year and rises in the 
south and west to 30 inches or a little 
more. Most of it grew red gum (Eucalyp-
tus calophylla), white gum (E. redunca), 
or j a r r ah (E. marginata) associations in 
its virgin state. This is a mixed farming 
area, and in 1960 these districts carried 
2,375,000 sheep and 45,000 beef cattle. 
Much of the area is still forest. 
Stock graze on improved pastures based 
on Dwalganup, Yarloop, Woogenellup and 
Mt. Barker varieties of subterranean 
clover. Common stocking rates are the 
equivalent of one to two dry sheep to the 
acre. A reliable winter growing season of 
six to eight months is experienced with an 
annual summer drought. 
DEVELOPMENT OF GRASS DOMINANCE 
In this area sown pastures usually go 
through a phase of clover dominance in 
the early years of establishment. After 
the nitrogen in the soil has been built up, 
ripgut brome grass (Bromus gussonii), 
silver grass (Vulpia myuros) and other 
volunteer grasses commonly assume more 
importance in the pasture. Experimental 
work and farmer experience has shown 
tha t exclusion of stock soon leads to the 
disappearance of sub. clover from the mix-
ture. Similarly, understocking can lead to 
grass dominance and eventually to the 
disappearance of sub. clover. 
In the Kojonup, West Arthur, Upper 
Blackwood and neighbouring road dis-
tricts, grass dominance and disappear-
ance of sub. clover are common and are 
often attributed to soil deficiencies by 
farmers. During the spring of 1959 a 
number of such paddocks were inspected. 
They frequently showed rank stands of 
brome grasses and silver grass which are 
unattractive and unpalatable. In 1960, 
fertiliser trials were placed on some of 
these areas which had been reseeded with 
Woogenellup and Yarloop sub. clover. In 
most cases, healthy sub. clover grew over 
the whole area irrespective of fertiliser 
treatment. 
FEEDING VALUE 
Production from annual pastures a t 
Kojonup gives something like two to three 
Fig. 1.—A poor quality grass dominant pasture on old 
land near Kojonup. Low stocking rates cause pastures 
to become grass dominant and once the sub. clover 
density is greatly reduced the pasture will only support 
a low stocking rate 
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Fig. 2.—A similar pasture to that In Fig. 1 has been 
converted to good summer feed by mowing the grass 
In the spring and leaving It In the paddock. This 
practice will help to reduce grass dominance 
tons of dry matter an acre annually. 
Slightly lower production is to be expected 
northwards, and higher production in the 
west and south. Much of this material 
is at present wasted. 
Understocked pastures become grass 
dominant and produce a bulk of unattrac-
tive low protein feed. In summer they 
are a hazard as far as grass seeds and 
fires are concerned. In these districts 
brome grass and silver grass mature 
slowly, with a steady decline in protein 
value down to 1.5% to 3%. At this stage 
the pasture is made up chiefly of ripgut 
brome grass, silver grass, capeweed (Cry-
potstemma calendula) and wild geranium 
(Erodium spp.) 
EARLY WINTER GROWTH 
When pastures degenerate in this way 
carrying capacity cannot be high. The 
position arises where pastures can only 
support a low stocking rate because they 
have been lightly stocked in the past. 
Most properties have some paddocks like 
this. They can be reclaimed only by re-
seeding with sub. clover and by better 
pasture management. 
On the other hand a highly stocked 
pasture becomes stronger and more 
nutritious when stocked to capacity. 
Sheep do best on short feed, up to four 
inches long. A pasture which is well 
grazed presents short, high quality feed. 
The growing shoots of plants are high in 
protein and in minerals. Hard grazing 
prevents grass dominance and this pro-
motes healthy clover growth. In turn, a 
strong stand of sub. clover fixes high 
levels of nitrogen which stimulate the 
grasses to strong winter growth. 
Again, when the plant material of the 
hard grazed paddock dries off it is of 
higher quality for two reasons. Firstly, it 
has a higher proportion of sub. clover, 
which gives high quality dry feed. 
Secondly, because the grasses have been 
prevented from running up to rank, long 
growth, they constitute higher protein 
dry feed. 
With a combination of dense plant 
residue at the beginning of winter and 
the absence of sub. clover, nitrogen de-
ficiency becomes acute. The micro-
organisms breaking down the dead grass 
compete strongly with the young grass for 
available nitrogen. This, coupled with 
the normal slowing down of nitrogen re-
lease with the onset of cold weather 
prevents the establishment of a produc-
tive stand of grass and the pasture lacks 
vigour. However, many such unproduc-
tive pastures with a low proportion of 
sub. clover are topdressed with valuable 
fertiliser every year. 
Fig. 3.—Merino ewes being mated on a mown pasture, 
Kojonup, December, 1960 
HIGHER RATES OF STOCKING 
Preliminary results of rate of stocking 
trials conducted at the C.S.I.R.O. Field 
Station, "Glen Lossie," Kojonup have 
evoked considerable interest (Lloyd Davies 
unpublished material). Wethers are being 
run in small paddocks from one to five to 
the acre without supplementation and on 
a set stocking basis. Ewes and weaners 
are also under trial at stocking rates of 
up to five to the acre. When available, 
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Pig. 4.—315 Merino wethers set-stocked on a 90 acre 
paddock at C.S.I.R.O. Field Station, "Glen Lossie," 
Kojonup, late December, 1960 
the final results of these trials will be of 
great interest. 
In a pasture trial at Glen Lossie to in-
vestigate the potential of a number of 
annual grass species with sub. clover, 
paddocks have been set stocked at three 
wethers to the acre since 1955 (Rossiter 
unpublished material). These pastures 
produced more than 40 lb. of wool an 
acre and maintained a high producing 
balanced pasture in an area where it is 
common practice to grow 15 to 25 lb. wool 
an acre on pastures which are generally 
grass dominant. 
In rate of stocking trials in progress at 
Bengworden in East Gippsland, Victoria, 
pastures stocked with two wethers to the 
acre produced 27.5 lb. of wool to the acre 
whereas those stocked at the rate of four 
wethers produced 49 lb. per acre. It has 
been noted that the pasture carrying two 
sheep to the acre has become much 
grassier than that carrying four sheep to 
the acre and has more of the less desir-
able species and less clover. The four 
sheep to the acre pasture had a higher 
proportion of clover, was uniformly grazed 
and was, in general, a better pasture. The 
average rainfall at Bengworden is 24 
inches and the average for each month 
of the year is fairly constant, although 
periods of up to six months of droughty 
conditions are experienced from time to 
time. 
It would seem that local trials and 
observations in the field will confirm ex-
perimental evidence from Victoria and 
elsewhere that heavily stocked pastures 
carry more stock because they are heavily 
stocked. 
On the Esperance Plains Research 
Station the first pasture was established 
ten years ago. At present the property is 
carrying three dry sheep equivalents to 
the acre comfortably. 
There seems to be no reason why coun-
try west of the Great Southern, in the 
areas mentioned, should be inferior from 
a grazing point of view to scrub plain 
country with an 18 inch rainfall 20 miles 
north of Esperance. Some farmers be-
tween Boyup Brook and Kojonup are 
carrying three or more dry sheep equiva-
lents to the acre and producing over 30 lb. 
of wool an acre. However, these are the 
exception rather than the rule. From 
Noggerup to Kojonup most properties 
would be carrying between one and two 
dry sheep equivalents to the acre. 
Farmers commonly remark on the high 
carrying capacity of paddocks near the 
homestead. It is suggested that this is so 
because of better pasture management 
and utilisation under high stocking rates. 
BETTER MANAGEMENT 
It is difficult to change from one system 
of management to another in one stroke. 
Problems are involved in relation to the 
pasture and the stock. 
Where the sub. clover has disappeared 
it will be necessary to re-seed with sub. 
clover. Woogenellup and Yarloop are 
suitable varieties for most of this area and 
provide vigorous growth during the win-
ter. Reseeding old paddocks will prob-
ably necessitate spraying with Malathion 
and DDT to protect seedlings from red 
legged earth mite and lucerne flea. 
Fig. 5.—Another view of the paddock shown In Fig. 4. 
This paddock Is set-stocked at 35 wethers to the acre 
and carried this cover late In December. 1960 
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Mowing pastures can be used as a 
pasture management tool to cut down 
grass dominance (Davenport) . Best re -
sults will accrue from mowing and leaving 
in the spring the sections of the property 
carrying most grass. This will provide 
material which is m u c h more readily 
utilised by stock and gives a higher pro-
portion of clover in t he pasture the fol-
lowing year. If left to dry off normally, 
these very grassy areas will be of little 
use as summer feed. 
In actually increasing stock numbers 
retention of more wethers and beef cattle 
is suggested. Wethers can be used more 
readily t h a n ewes for h igh stocking rates. 
If some areas become clover dominant, 
they can be used wi th reasonable safety 
by wethers. Set stocking one quar ter or 
one th i rd of the grazing area each year, 
from shearing to shearing, with three or 
four wethers to the acre will raise wool 
production and help mainta in better 
pastures. 
I t is only reasonable t h a t ewes cannot 
be run a t the same grazing intensity as 
wethers. I t will also be argued tha t 
higher stocking rates will increase t he 
proportion of sub. clover and render ewes 
more liable to clover infertility. This 
may be t rue to a certain extent but m a n y 
pastures have a long way to go to reach 
this position. 
Farmers are urged to review the con~ 
dition of their pastures and critically r e -
consider their ra te of stocking. I t 
appears tha t large a reas in our most 
favoured districts are grossly under -
stocked. This is resulting in the degene-
ration of high producing annua l pastures . 
How many acres of grassy low protein 
pasture do you topdress each year on 
your property? 
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